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1. Introduction 
 
The National Housing Federation is the voice of England’s housing associations. The sector is the 
largest provider of supported and sheltered housing in the country, providing homes and services to 
more than half a million people across England. The chart below shows the breakdown of supported 
housing services across England, Wales and Scotland.  

 
The Federation’s housing association members provide invaluable support to a wide range of people, 
from people with disabilities to those fleeing domestic violence, as well as older people and those who 
are homeless. It is estimated that housing association landlords provide 76% of all supported housing 
units in England, and 465,000 units across Great Britain.1 
 

                                                           
1 DWP and DLCG (2016) – Supported accommodation review – 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/572454/rr927-supported-accommodation-
review.pdf 
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In addition to transforming lives and allowing people to live independently and with dignity, these 
homes and services deliver significant savings to the public purse. For example, for older people, the 
annual saving to the taxpayer through reduced reliance on health and social care services is around 
£3,000 per person. For people with learning disabilities and mental health issues, the annual saving 
per person rises to between £12,500 and £15,500.2 
 
2. Sheltered housing rent 

 
Sheltered, retirement and extra care housing for older people represents over 70% of the rented 
supported housing stock in England. More than 7 in every 10 homes are provided by housing 
associations. 
 
Profile of supported housing by client group and landlord type across Great Britain – housing 
associations are by far the biggest provider of older people’s housing3: 
 
 

 
 

                                                           
2 Frontier Economics (2010) - Financial benefits of investment in specialist housing for vulnerable and older people - 
https://www.frontier-economics.com/documents/2014/06/financial-benefits-of-investment-frontier-report.pdf 

3 DWP and DLCG (2016) – Supported accommodation review - 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/572454/rr927-supported-accommodation-
review.pdf 
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The sector welcomed the commitment from the Government to continue to allow people on low 
incomes to claim benefit to cover the housing costs within schemes. This gives better value for money 
to the public purse and greater certainty in the longer term for tenants, landlords and investors.  
 
Following the Federation’s extensive consultation exercise, we found that housing associations want to 
see a system that enables long-term decisions on investing in new and existing schemes to better 
meet the needs of an ageing population. Housing providers want to be able to meet the demand for 
new and refurbished schemes and aspire to improving the quality and choice of housing for older 
people on low incomes, including the many older people on fixed or low incomes who do not claim 
help with housing costs through Housing Benefit.   
 
Any new regulatory controls should follow the following principles:  
 

• Be proportionate and in keeping with the rest of the regulatory system for social housing 
providers in England 

• Be flexible, encourage innovation and be able to deal with changing needs, advances in 
technology and design, as well as cover existing costs   

• Allow housing associations to continue to invest in building quality housing in all markets, with 
appropriate levels of service, and attractive to older people 

• Work with the existing framework for service charges so that there is clarity and choice for 
tenants, and landlords can continue to recover the costs of service provision. 

 
If the new system follows these principles it will be better able to meet the Government objectives to: 
 

• Secure future supply 
• Focus on outcomes, oversight and cost control 
• Work within a modernised welfare system. 

 
The new sheltered housing rent should complement rather than seek to replace the existing controls 
on rents and service charges – these serve to limit the overall amount charged to tenants and ensure 
that charges accurately reflect actual costs. There is already powerful pressure to keep charges low 
so that the sheltered housing is affordable for people on low incomes who do not claim Housing 
Benefit. Many people living in sheltered housing pay the charges out of their own income or savings 
and many housing association staff who attended our events described how the ability of tenants to 
challenge charges acted as a brake on both the overall amount and any increases.  
 
The sector is already transparent about the recovery of actual costs through service charges. For 
variable service charges, the requirement to do this is clearly set out in legislation; while for fixed 
charges, associations are required by rent regulation to distinguish the service element from the rent 
so that, like a variable charge, it is clearly visible to residents. These arrangements, for both variable 
and fixed charges, are robust and effective and put the onus on the landlord to justify both the absolute 
level of charge and any increase. It is not necessary to construct a new system to empower a tenant to 
challenge where he or she thinks a charge is unreasonable.    
 
The new regulatory powers should concentrate on dealing with tackling cost outliers rather than 
placing constraints on charges across the board. This would allow a system to be developed that was 
proportionate and concentrated on where there is an issue of charges that are significantly higher 
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than the local market. Where these significantly higher charges are flagged then housing associations 
and local authority landlords should be able to explain the particular circumstances of the scheme and 
agree a plan of action with the regulator to achieve any changes as necessary.  
 
There is need to consider in detail the relationship between rent setting and benefit rules that govern 
eligibility. Many Federation members mentioned that they felt that the existing eligibility rules within 
Housing Benefit provided another check on service charges – including increases.  The consultation is 
clear when it refers to the new sheltered housing rent as covering rent and eligible service charges. 
However, this consultation only looks at the structure of the rent. In order to have confidence to invest 
in new schemes, housing providers need certainty on any new eligibility rules.  
 

3. Responses to the consultation questions  

Question 1:  

a) Sheltered housing definition: what are the features and characteristics of sheltered housing and 
what would be the practical implications of defining it in those terms? 

The definition needs to be a flexible, broad and outcome-focused one to reflect the variety of sheltered 
housing. There is a real danger in defining both sheltered housing and extra care by services currently 
provided in schemes. The definition given in the consultation does not reflect the range of provision 
now, and aspiration to improve and innovate. The provision of sheltered housing has been able to 
evolve to reflect the changing needs and aspirations of older people as well as innovations in design 
and technology. We need to continue to have a definition that is expansive rather than prescriptive and 
reflects the need for sheltered housing to be an attractive housing choice for older people.  

The definition needs to fit the purpose of the new regulatory checks on service charges. A flexible and 
outcome-focused definition will work for a system that is designed to flag outlying costs as it will allow 
the regulator to look across the entirety of the housing association’s designated sheltered housing 
stock and flag any outlying schemes.   

We do not believe that any system of banding for capped levels of service is either practical or 
desirable, therefore there is no need for further detail on the type of service that defines a sheltered 
scheme. This level of prescription on service design would be inflexible, fetter tenant choice and would 
not allow for innovation and change as needs change. Definitions based on broad categories of types of 
building or services provided cannot be used as accurate indicators of housing-related service costs. 

b) Extra care definition: what are the features and characteristics of extra care housing and what 
would be the practical implications of defining it in those terms? 

While many people described generally higher service charges for extra care schemes, some raised 
that it is not always possible to create a clear distinction between extra care and sheltered care with 
enhanced services. There is a danger of creating artificial distinctions and constraining future service 
design through overly prescriptive definitions.  

For extra care, access to a 24-hour care team is a key service but any definition needs to recognise 
that this can be commissioned in a variety of ways and a care team may not be on site 24 hours. 

As with sheltered housing, the definition needs to reflect the purpose it will be used for. An expansive 
and outcome-focused definition of extra care is a useful indicator to the regulator that a scheme is 
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likely to have a higher level of service, reflecting the needs of tenants and the design of the building.   
           
 
c) Is there an alternative approach to defining this stock, for instance housing that is usually 
designated for older people? What would be the practical implications of defining sheltered and extra 
care supported housing in those terms? 

As discussed above, any definition needs to reflect the purpose and mechanism for the new regulatory 
checks. It is key that this is proportionate, practical and follows the principles set out at the beginning 
of this response.    

The needs and aspirations of older people are changing all the time, as is the ability of design and 
technology to meet these needs. All housing providers need the ability to be flexible and responsive to 
these changing needs in a variety of housing markets and size of scheme. It is vital that we achieve a 
definition that encourages innovation in this context. Given the existing checks on the levels of public 
spending in sheltered schemes we do not believe that a tighter more prescriptive definition is needed 
to provide any further level of control in this area.  

Question 2. Housing costs for sheltered and extra care housing will continue to be funded through the 
welfare system. To meet the Government’s objectives of ensuring greater oversight and value for 
money, we are introducing a ‘sheltered rent’ to cover rent inclusive of eligible service charges. 

How should the detailed elements of this approach be designed to maximise your ability to commit to 
future supply? 

Lenders and housing associations need some clarity and security on long-term funding arrangements 
in order to commit to new supply in all housing markets. Uncertainty increases the cost of lending and 
it is harder for housing associations to justify taking the increased risk of developing a specialist 
scheme. The Federation is very pleased to see the Government’s commitment to continue to allow 
people on low incomes to claim housing costs in sheltered schemes through the benefits system. This 
gives the new development of sheltered housing a firmer foundation than the local top-up system 
previously proposed. We commend this Government’s focus on increasing the supply of housing of all 
tenures and the sector shares in the aspiration to drive a step change in the numbers of new homes 
built over the next generation. Meeting the needs and aspirations of older people must be central to 
this objective and we need to capitalise on the role that sheltered housing can play in providing an 
attractive option for older people looking to move from larger homes or where poor state of repair or 
access issues threaten someone’s ability to live independently.      

A point that cannot be overstressed is that service charges are not a means of profit or gain from the 
landlord’s point of view. Rather, they are a mechanism that allows landlords to recover the cost of 
providing services in accordance with the terms of the lease or tenancy. In order to drive the new 
supply of sheltered housing and maintain the viability of, and invest in, existing schemes, housing 
associations need the assurance that they will be able to recover the actual costs of services provided. 
These can be unpredictable and outside the control of the landlord – for example, utility costs or 
building security or safety requirements. It is widely recognized that many of the costs typically 
recovered through service charges are tending to increase somewhat ahead of general inflation. The 
reasons for this are various and complex, sometimes reflecting increased Government regulation, but 
also relating to increased energy and labour costs and a range of supply-side issues in housing and 
construction. These factors apply to the housing sector generally, including the private sector, and 
sheltered housing is not immune from them.  
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Any control on year-on-year increase in charges or an arbitrary cap on the overall amount undermines 
this system, and housing associations may be reluctant to take on the increased level of risk. If costs 
rise above any cap in service charge increase then the housing association will either have to subsidise 
the scheme from elsewhere in the business or restructure the services that are provided in order to 
reduce costs (scope for which will be limited because of the need to fulfil the landlord’s obligations 
under the tenancy (or equivalent document), which cannot be altered except with the agreement of 
tenants.  

For instance, the tenancy will oblige the landlord to provide heating and lighting for the communal 
parts of a sheltered scheme. If energy costs rise ahead of inflation, the service charge will have to 
reflect this or the landlord will be unable to recover costs incurred in carrying out its obligations under 
the tenancy.  

Services in new developments need to be able to adapt with tenants’ needs and cope with unforeseen 
increases in cost. This situation is the same in new developments as in existing schemes and 
therefore we see no need for a different system to apply to rent and service charge setting in new 
developments, as compared with existing schemes or new lettings. Any distinction is unnecessary, will 
further complicate the system, create uncertainty, and risks creating a cliff edge for developments on 
site over the next two years.  

We believe that the best way for the new sheltered housing rent to stimulate supply is to apply a 
system that concentrates and provides a check on charges that are outliers outside of the norm. The 
proportionate system would be capable of being sensitive to different housing markets and the many 
drivers of variation in costs that are set out below. Any system of arbitrary caps on the overall amount 
of service charge or year-on-year increases would act as a disincentive to develop specialist schemes 
and an unnecessary and unproductive constraint on the design, flexibility and location of the scheme. 

This consultation does not deal with the question of eligibility of services for benefit in any new system 
to help with housing costs for older people on low incomes. This issue needs to be considered 
alongside the ambition to increase supply to ensure that there is continuity with the Housing Benefit 
system, and services remain affordable for people on low incomes.  The sector needs early 
assurances that this will be the case in order to bring forward new supply.   

Question 3: We are keen to make appropriate allowance for eligible service charges within sheltered 
rent that fairly reflects the costs of this provision, whilst protecting the taxpayer. What are the key 
principles and factors that drive the setting of service charges (both eligible and ineligible)? What 
drives variations? 

There are already significant checks and controlling factors on the setting of service charges:  

• Tenants have the right to challenge at First-tier Tribunal if a variable service charge is 
unreasonable or excessive. 

• Many tenants pay for charges out of income other than Housing Benefit – income from 
pension, disability benefit or from savings. 

• Many tenants are very actively involved in consultations on charges and will challenge anything 
felt to be poor value for money. 

• Service charges must reflect the actual costs of providing services and be accounted for over a 
period as set out in the tenancy agreement. 

• Landlords provide a breakdown of actual costs so there is transparency for tenants and 
leaseholders.   
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• Benefit eligibility rules which ensure the service relates to the provision of adequate 
accommodation and prevent the payment of ineligible and excessive charges.  

 
Service charges vary according to the cost of providing the services as set out in the service charge 
schedule. Charges may go down as well as up. Reasons why charges can vary year-on-year include: 

• Changing utility costs for communal areas 
• Renegotiating contracts with suppliers 
• Increases in minimum wage impacts on cleaning and other contracts 
• Level of damage to the property – for example, to fixtures and fittings in communal areas, door 

entry systems 
• Need for security – costs of maintaining security can fluctuate due to vandalism of equipment 
• Unpooling of charges: some local authorities and housing associations traditionally pool costs 

in sheltered housing and subsidise services from income from general needs housing. At the 
point at which these service charges are ‘depooled’ there will be an increase as this will be the 
first time actual costs have been recovered. 
 

Reasons why the costs of providing a similar level of service may vary from scheme to scheme include: 

• Economies of scale with larger schemes able to divide the cost of services across a larger 
number of households 

• Location (for example a rural area where there may be fewer suppliers and a less competitive 
market) 

• Design and type of building – for example, listed buildings or where the scheme has particular 
features to reduce the impact on the environment (for example communal heating system) 

• The condition of the local labour market and the costs of recruiting and retaining staff 
• Legitimate differences of management practice, for instance in deciding how overheads should 

be spread, and which risks should be covered by insurance (i.e. a decision not to insure against 
a particular risk will reduce insurance costs (and thus the charge to residents) if the risk fails 
to crystallize, but increase them if it does). 
 

Costs vary across similar services and fluctuate from year to year for legitimate reasons. A system of 
overall caps on service charges and limits on increases would be very hard to implement in this 
context. Given the existing checks and controls in the system, it is not necessary to introduce either a 
complex set of caps in the level of service provided (reflecting the range of circumstances) or a more 
limited and arbitrary set of caps, aimed at schemes across the board.   

Question 4: The Select Committee and a number of other sector representatives have suggested that 
we use a banded approach to reflect variety of provision across the sector. We are interested in 
understanding more about this. How do you think this might work for sheltered and extra care 
housing? 

The select committee looked at changes that needed to be made to the postcode lottery of the Local 
Housing Allowance cap on benefit entitlement. The recommendation concerned entitlement to 
benefits rather than the ability of social landlords to charge rents and service charges. We do not 
believe that a banded approach would be capable of reflecting the legitimate reasons behind variations 
in costs and it would undermine the principle that service charges reflect actual cost. It would be 
unnecessarily complicated and would stifle innovation and creativity by pushing providers into fixed 
models of provision rather than focusing on outcomes. It would require common systems of reporting 
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and segmenting services across all providers; this does not exist at present and would be time 
consuming and unproductive to achieve.   

We propose that the new system concentrates on tackling the problem of service charges that are 
significantly higher than would be expected.  A system of banding is an overly prescriptive and 
complicated way to achieve this. There may be a rationale for a split between extra care and other 
sheltered housing given the generally higher service charges within extra care. Detailed work needs to 
be carried out and published on the SDR (Statistical Data Return), and in CORE data in order to look at 
the existing pattern of eligible and ineligible service charges. This should inform any decision on the 
need for a split between extra care and sheltered housing.  

Question 7: We would welcome your views on the Statement and suggestions for detailed guidance. 

The Federation welcomes the recognition of the importance of sheltered housing in the statement and 
the ambition to better assess need and improve supply. The emphasis on transparency and data 
collection is important, not only to improve accountability but also to raise the profile of the role of 
specialist housing as part of the local health, social care and housing infrastructure.  

Given the local role in funding support and care services for older people, and the potential for 
specialist housing to achieve both cost savings and improved outcomes for health and social care 
commissioners, we would like to see a more comprehensive set of national expectations that consider 
in more detail: 

• The role of health authorities and community wellbeing boards 

• In two-tier areas, how to better plan across health, social care and housing 

• The forthcoming green paper on Social Care and the new enhanced role of the Department of 
Health and Social Care 

• How local partnerships can promote specialist social housing development 

Question 10: Deferred implementation will allow for additional preparatory measures.  What 
suggestions do you have for testing the sheltered rent?  

It is very positive to see this Government’s commitment to work with the sector in order to design a 
system that works and promotes new supply. We have recommended that detailed work is done on the 
existing CORE and SDR data in order to identify appropriate flags for outlying service charges. This 
detailed work should be done as part of the next phase of development of the sheltered rent and 
before any future consultation on a new Rent Standard.  

Any new system should be tested in the form of an impact assessment on the sector. This should 
include: 

• Impact on tenants 

• Impact on housing association investment decisions on new development 

• Ease of implementation of new system and transition from existing system 

Question 12: We believe that the sector can play an important role in driving forward improvements in 
outcomes and value for money, for example through joint commissioning and sharing of best practice. 
What role can the sector play in driving these improvements forward?  
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The sheltered housing sector has already gone through significant change in the last 20 years, driven 
by changing demands of both older people and funders and the ambition to provide a genuine and 
affordable alternative to more institutionalised forms of care. The sector continued to develop new 
housing for older people through the economic downturn and has pioneered choice in affordable 
tenure options including shared ownership as well as affordable and social rent homes, and homes 
suitable for people with dementia. The Housing LIN4 network is very well used and provides a forum 
for housing providers and local health and social care commissioners to consider evidence-based 
research and best practice.  

Housing associations already play a significant role in the provision of older people’s housing but the 
sector has an ambition to do more. We are carrying out some work to help us understand the markets, 
trends and aspirations surrounding older people’s housing and care, identify opportunities for 
innovation and support our members to learn from each other to drive improvements in sheltered and 
extra care housing.  

This work will provide an opportunity for the sector to work together to deliver great places to live in 
later life. By better understanding the needs and trends surrounding older people’s housing, the 
sector will be able to respond to the challenges of an ageing population by developing new homes and 
adapting existing homes where older people can age well and meet their housing aspirations and 
needs. 

 
 

 

                                                           
4 https://www.housinglin.org.uk/ 


